Recently, some empirical studies reported the phenomenon of the low propensity of firms to dividend payment, concluding that companies have become less likely to pay dividends. In addition, the major parts of these studies sustain the investors' expectations regarding dividend payments also decreased.
NEW EVIDENCE FROM EUROPE

INTRODUCTION
Recently some empirical studies reported the phenomenon of the low propensity of firms to dividend payment, sustaining investors' expectations regarding dividend payments also decreased. The first studies on this topic have analysed the US market. Fama and French (2001) have studied the dividend payment decrease phenomenon in recent years on the American market. The number of firms that pay dividends has decreased significantly during the 1980's and 1990's, since in 1978, 66 .5% of firms listed on NYSE, AMEX and NASDAQ (excluding financial organizations and public utility) distributed dividends, while in 1999 this percentage was only 20.8%. The authors state that there are three main factors for the dividend payment decision, which are profitability, growth and a firm's size. The firms that pay dividends tend to be the ones of larger size, higher profitability, but the ones having fewer growth opportunities.
On the whole, and apart from these characteristics, firms tend to pay fewer dividends.
The small propensity to pay dividends suggests that the perceived benefits of dividends have been decreasing through time, namely because of the fiscal disadvantage of it related to capital gains. If we consider share repurchases as an extra earnings payment to investors, the increase of share repurchases in the 1990s may imply an increase in the target payout ratio of dividends. However, it is necessary to be cautious as the global ratio disguises the evidence of a low propensity to dividend payments. As the evidence shows that share repurchases happen in firms that pay dividends, dividend decline is still unexplained 1 . About this phenomenon, Bratton (2005) refers that if dividends were the sole means of paying out cash, the payout ratio would have declined even more.
1 Reynolds (2004) and Brav et al. (2005) examine the determinants of the choice between dividends and share repurchases, concluding that firms do not appear to randomly choose between the various payout choices. Reynolds (2004) observes the choice is the result of a deliberate and specific decision made by the firm in the interest of shareholders' wealth maximising, based on firms' characteristics and Brav et al. Banerjee, Gatchev and Spindt (2002) develop Fama and French's approach to evaluate the market liquidity increase effect on dividend payments between 1963 and 2001. The authors considered the hypothesis that market liquidity increase is negatively related to the proportion of firms that pay dividends, finding evidence that supports this hypothesis, since their results show that part of the lower motivation to pay dividends seems to be explained by the share transaction increase. When they estimated the probability that firms will pay dividends, taking into account the three factors defined by Fama and French (2001) -profitability, growth and firms size -they conclude that larger and more profitable firms pay higher dividends, while those that have more growth opportunities pay lower dividends, which is consistent with the former authors' results. Banerjee, Gatchev and Spindt conclude that the inferior propensity to dividend payment is not significantly influenced by fiscal reasons or by a firm's share repurchase policy. Baker and Wurgler (2002) analyse possible causes for the change in the propensity to dividend payments between 1963 and 2000, emphasising the propensity decrease in the period after 1978, already documented by Fama and French (2001) . They conclude that the best explanation for the disappearance of dividends is offered by the "catering theory of dividend 2 ". Dividend payment by firms responds to investor demand for dividend proxies by the dividend premium, the difference between the market-to-book ratios of dividend payers and non-payers in a given year. Baker and Wurgler find no support for the asymmetric information theory or the clienteles' theory in influencing, at least in a significant way, the propensity to pay dividends.
DeAngelo, DeAngelo and Skinner (2004) (2005) conclude that maintaining the dividend level is on par with investment decisions, while repurchases are made out of the residual cash flow after investment spending. 2 According to the authors, the catering theory supports the idea that firms tend to pay dividends when the share prices of the firms that distribute dividends are higher than those that do not pay it. Bulan, Subramanian and Tanlu (2004) likely to pay dividends in all countries, while the effect of growth opportunities depends on the country's legal origin. Consistent with the findings of La Porta et al. (2000) and Fama and French (2001) , the relationship between growth opportunities and the likelihood of dividend payments in the US, Canada and UK is negative. However, in Germany, France, and Japan it is mixed. The author replicates the tests of Baker and
Wurgler (2002) Although the recent evidence of a decline in the propensity of firms to pay dividends, they continue to be a relevant topic in the finance literature.
The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the sample selection. Section 3 presents and discusses the empirical results and section 4 provides the conclusion.
SAMPLE SELECTION
The sample is drawn from dividend announcements of firms listed on the Euronext we also needed to collect some financial statements directly from the companies.
We consider all the non-financial listed firms whose data are available on Datastream or Dhatis databases. We exclude financial firms to be consistent with other studies done in this subject, like the ones of Fama and French (2001) and Banerjee, Gatchev and Spindt (2002) .
EMPIRICAL RESULTS
We start this section by presenting the trends in the dividend payment pattern of the non-financial listed firms on the three markets. Following, we compare these results with several studies done in the US market, like the ones of Fama and French (2001) by the fact that the total number of firms listed on EL also declined significantly, as we said before and which can be seen also in Figure 1 . So, both the decline of the numerator (the number of dividend payers) and the denominator (the number of sample firms) contribute to the softer decline of percents. In the last two years the percentage of firms that do not pay dividends became higher than that of dividend payers, which coincides with a period of market recession 10 .
In France, the total number of non-financial firms listed on EP has decreased continuously during the sample period. It has decreased from 414 firms in 1992, to 224, Overall, the evidence found in several recent studies of the decline of firms paying dividends in different markets, such as the US market [Fama and French (2001) and Baker and Wurgler (2002) ], several common and civil law countries, including
European Markets [Ferris, Sen and Yui (2004) The UK firms pay higher dividends than the Portuguese and French markets, probably because it is one of the most important European capital markets.
Industry trends from the length period can be seen in Table 3 In sum, these results show some evidence of industry and countries effects in dividend payments.
CONCLUSIONS
The evidence found in several studies of the decline of firms paying dividends in different markets, such as in the studies of Fama and French (2001) , Baker and Wurgler (2002), Ferris, Sen and Yui (2004) Finally, we find some evidence of industry and countries effects in dividend payments.
In terms of suggestions for future research in this field, we wish to consider particular aspects that can improve the empirical results, as well as go further in this domain.
Firstly, we wish to enlarge our sample period, considering the same sample period for the three markets. Secondly, we would like to split the sample in different sub periods, in order to detect some different phenomenon in the market that can influence the results. Finally, we would like to analyse which are the firms' characteristics that can distinguish the dividend payers from the non-payers, namely the profitability, assets growth, firm's size, market to book ratio and the financial distress. The firms that pay dividends tend to be the ones of larger size, higher profitability, but the ones having fewer growth opportunities. 
Figure 1 -Dividend payers and non-payers
This figure shows the total number of non-financial firms listed on EL, EP and LSE, as well as the number of payers (firms that pay dividends in year t) and dividend non-payers. The firm must be listed on December of year t to be in the sample for that year. 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
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